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A PIONEER OF AVIATION 



BY NORMAN DOUGLAS 



It was an odd coincidence. 

I had arrived in Naples, and was anxious to have news 
of the proceedings of a certain aviation meeting in the 
North at which a rather inexperienced friend of mine had 
insisted upon taking a part : the newspaper reports of daily 
accidents at these entertainments are enough to disquiet 
anybody. While admiring the prodigious achievements of 
modern science in this direction, I wished devoutly at that 
particular moment that flying had never been invented ; and 
it was something of a coincidence, I say, that stumbling in 
this frame of mind down one of the unspeakable little side 
streets in the neighborhood of the University, my glance 
should have fallen upon an eighteenth-century engraving in 
a bookseller's window which depicted a man raised above 
the ground without any visible means of support — flying, in 
short. He was a monk, floating before an altar; a com- 
panion, near at hand, was portrayed as gazing in rapturous 
wonder at this feat of levitation. I stepped within and 
demanded the volume to which this was the frontispiece. 

The salesman, a hungry-looking old fellow with incredibly 
dirty hands and face, began to explain : 

" The Flying Monk, sir; Joseph of Copertino. A mighty 
saint and conjurer! Or perhaps you would like some other 
book? I have many, many lives of santi here. Look at this 
one of the great Egidio, for instance. I can tell you all 
about him, for he raised my mother's grand-uncle from the 
dead ; yes, out of the grave, as one may say. You '11 find out 
all about it in this book; and it's only one of his thousand 
miracles. And here is the biography of the renowned 
Giangiuseppe, a mighty saint and — " 

I was paying little heed; the " flying monk " had fasci- 
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nated me. An unsuspected pioneer of aviation . . . here 
was a discovery ! 

" He flew?" I queried, my mind reverting to the much- 
vaunted triumphs of modern science. 

" Why not? The only reason why people don't fly like 
that nowadays is because — well, sir, because they can't. 
They fly with machines, and think it something quite new 
and wonderful. And yet it's as old as the hills! There 
was Iscariot, for example — Icarus, I mean — " 

" Pure legend, my good man." 

" Everything becomes legend, if the gentleman will have 
the goodness to wait. And here is the biography of — " 

" How much for Joseph of Copertino?" Cost what it 
may, I said to myself, that volume must be mine. 

He took it up and began to turn over the pages lovingly, 
as though handling some priceless Book of Hours. 

" A fine engraving," he observed, sotto voce. " And this 
is the best of many biographies of the flying monk. It is 
by Rossi, the Minister-General of the Franciscan Order to 
which our monk belonged ; the official biography, it might be 
called — dedicated, by permission, to his Holiness Pope 
Clement XIII., and based on the documents which led to 
the Saint's beatification; altogether a most remarkable vol- 
ume. ..." 

And he broke off, in eloquent aposiopesis. Then con- 
tinued : 

" I possess a cheaper biography of him, also with a 
frontispiece, by Montanari, which has the questionable ad- 
vantage of being printed as recently as 1853. And here is 
yet another one, by Antonio Basile — oh, he has been much 
written about: a most celebrated taumaturga (conjurer)! 
As to this Life of 1767, I could not, with a good conscience, 
appraise it at less than five francs. ' ' 

" I respect your feelings. But — five francs! I have cer- 
tain scruples of my own, you know, and it irks my sense of 
rectitude to pay five francs for the flying monk unless you 
can supply me with six or seven additional books to be in- 
cluded in that sum. Twelve soldi (sous) apiece — that strikes 
me as the proper price of such literature ; for foreigners, at 
least. Therefore I'll have the great Egidio as well, and 
Montanari 's life of the flying monk, and that other one by 
Basile, and Griangiuseppe, and — " 

" By all means! Pray take your choice." 
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And so it came about that, relieved of a tenuous but very 
sticky five-franc note, and loaded down with three biog- 
raphies of the flying monk, one of Egidio, two of Giangi- 
useppe — I had been hopelessly swindled, but there ! no man 
can bargain in a hurry, and my eagerness to learn some- 
thing of the life of this early airman had made me oblivious 
of the natural values of things — and with sundry smaller 
volumes of similar import bulging out of my pockets, I 
turned in the direction of my hotel, promising myself some 
interesting if not exactly light reading. 

But hardly had I proceeded twenty paces before the shop- 
keeper came running after me, with another formidable 
bundle under his arm. More books ! An ominous symptom 
— the clearest demonstration of my defeat; I was a marked 
man, a ' ' good ' ' customer already ; it was humiliating, after 
my long years ' experience of the South. 

And there resounded an unmistakable note of triumph in 
his voice as he said; 

" Some more saintly biographies, sir. Read them at your 
leisure, and pay me what you like. You cannot help being 
generous : I see it in your face. ' ' 

" I always try to encourage polite learning, if that is 
what you think to decipher in my features. But it rains 
santi this morning," I added, rather sourly. 

" The gentleman is pleased to joke! May it rain soldi 
to-morrow. ' ' 

" A little shower, possibly. But not a cloudburst like 
to-day. ..." 

Now as to the flying monk, there is no doubt whatever 
that he deserved his name. 

He flew. Being a monk, these feats of his were naturally 
confined to convents and their immediate surroundings, but 
that does not alter the facts of the case. 

Of the flights that he took in the little town of Oopertino 
alone, more than seventy, says Father Rossi, whom I follow 
throughout, are on record in the depositions which were 
taken on oath from eye-witnesses after his death. This is 
one of them, for example : 

" Stupendous likewise was the ratio (flight or rapture) 
which he exhibited on a night of Holy Thursday. . . . He 
suddenly flew toward the altar in a straight line, leaving 
untouched all the ornaments of that structure; and after 
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some time, being called back by his superior, returned flying 
to the spot whence he had set out." 

And another: 

" He flew similarly upon an olive-tree, . . . and there re- 
mained in kneeling posture for the space of half an hour. 
A marvelous thing it was to see the branch which sustained 
him swaying lightly, as though a bird had alighted upon it." 

But Copertino is a remote little place in South Italy, and 
it may be urged that a kind of enthusiasm for their dis- 
tinguished brother monk may have tempted the inmates of 
his convent to exaggerate his rare gifts. Nothing of the kind. 
He performed flights not only in Copertino, but in. various 
large towns of Italy, such as Naples, Eome, and Assisi. 
And the spectators were by no means an assemblage of 
ignorant personages, but men whose rank and credibility 
would have weight in any section of society. 

" While the Lord High Admiral of Castile, Ambassador 
of Spain at the Vatican, was passing through Assisi in the 
year 1645, the custodian of the convent commanded Joseph 
to descend from the room into the church, where the Ad- 
miral's lady was waiting for him, desirous of seeing him 
and speaking to him ; to whom Joseph replied : ' I will obey, 
but I do not know whether I shall be able to speak to her.' 
And, as a matter of fact, hardly had he entered the church 
and raised his eyes to a statue . . . situated above the altar, 
when he threw himself into a flight in order to embrace its 
feet at a distance of twelve paces, passing over the heads 
of all the congregation; then, after remaining there some 
time, he flew back over them with his usual cry, and im- 
mediately returned to his cell. The Admiral was amazed 
his wife fainted away; and all the onlookers became piously 
terrified." 

A similar feat was accomplished in the presence of Pope 
Urban VIII., who was highly astonished, and declared that 
" if Joseph were to die during his pontificate, he himself 
would bear witness to this successo." 

But his most remarkable flights took place at Fossom- 
brone, where once, " detaching himself in swiftest manner 
from the altar with a cry like thunder, he went, like light- 
ning, gyrating hither and thither about the chapel, and with 
such an impetus that he made all the cells of the dormitory 
tremble, so that the monks, issuing thence in consternation, 
cried: 'An earthquake! An earthquake!'" At Fossom- 
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brone he reached what seems to be his outdoor record — two 
hours without descent to earth. 

Sometimes, furthermore, he took a passenger, if such a 
term can properly be applied. 

So once he was observed to run swiftly toward the con- 
fessor of his monastery, and, " seizing him by the hand, he 
raised him from the ground by supernatural force and with 
jubilant rapture drew him along, turning him round and 
round in a violento hallo.' " At Assisi, too, there was a 
gentleman, a suffering invalid, whom he " snatched by the 
hair, and, uttering his customary cry of ' Oh ! ' raised him- 
self from the earth while he drew the other after him by 
his hair, carrying him in this fashion for a short while 
through the air, to the intensest admiration of the spec- 
tators." The patient, whose name was Chevalier Baldas- 
sarre, discovered, on touching earth again, that he had been 
cured by this flight of the grievous mental malady which 
had hitherto afflicted him. 

Saint Joseph of Copertino lived during the time of the 
Spanish Viceroys of Naples, and his notoriety spread not 
only over all Italy, but to France, Germany, and Poland. 
Among his intimates and admirers were no less than eight 
Cardinals, Prince Leopold of Tuscany, the Duke of Bouil- 
lon, Isabella of Austria, Duchess of Mantua, the Infanta 
Maria of Savoy, and the Duke of Brunswick, who, during 
a visit to various Courts of Europe in 1649, purposely went 
to Assisi to see him, and was there converted from the 
Lutheran heresy by the spectacle of one of his flights. Prince 
Casimir, heir to the throne of Poland, was his particular 
friend, and kept up a correspondence with him after the 
death of his father and his own succession to the throne. 

Toward the close of his life, the Plying Monk became so 
famous that his superiors were obliged to shut him up in the 
convent of Osimo, in close confinement, for more than six 
years preceding his death, in order that his aerial voyages 
" should not be disturbed by the concourse of the vulgar." 
And here he expired, in his sixty-first year, on the 18th of 
September, 1663. He had been suffering and infirm for 
some little time previous to that event, but managed to take 
a short flight on the very day preceding his demise. 

Forthwith the evidences of his miraculous deeds were 
collected and submitted to the inspired examination of the 
Sacred Congregation of Rites in Rome. Their conscientious- 
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ness in sifting and weighing the depositions is sufficiently 
attested by the fact that ninety years were allowed to elapse 
ere Joseph of Gopertino was solemnly received into the num- 
ber of the Blessed — in 1753. 

Not long ago, in the late spring, the train took me along 
the shores of the Ionian Sea into that venerable and fertile 
land of Japygia, the heel of Italy, which rises in heliotrope- 
tinted undulations toward the Adriatic watershed. I looked 
out of the window ; old Tarentum and its milk-white palaces 
were glimmering in lordly fashion across the tranquil wa- 
ters; a sense of immemorial culture seemed to pervade this 
region of russet tilth, and olives, and golden corn. 

Soon we halted at a small town, in the glowing heat of 
morning. Here I thought to interrupt my journey and dis- 
cover how much is still known of the flying monk, who spent 
some years of his life in a convent on the spot. A prodigy 
like this, I argued, cannot be wholly forgotten. 

They led me to the only monastery now in actual use. In 
the sacristy of its church, where I was requested to wait, 
a slender young priest was praying rapturously; and the 
clock, that stood at hand, recorded the flight of twenty 
minutes ere his devotions were ended. Then he arose slow- 
ly, and turned upon me a pair of large and dreamy eyes, 
as though awakened from another world. 

This was quite a new convent, he explained; it could not 
possibly be the one I was seeking. But there was another 
one near at hand, almost a ruin, and now converted into 
a public asylum for a flock of poor old women; he would 
gladly show me the way. Was I a German? 

" No," I replied; " I came from Scotland." 

' ' A Calvinist, ' ' he remarked, without bitterness. 

" A Presbyterian," I gently corrected. 

" To be sure, a Presbyterian. How many names?" 

As we walked along the dusty streets, I set forth the object 
of my visit. He had never heard of the flying monk — it was 
astonishing, he said. The flying monk! He would look up 
the subject without delay. That a Protestant should come 
all the way from " the other end of the world " to make 
inquiries about a Catholic saint of whose existence he him- 
self was unaware, seemed not so much to surprise as posi- 
tively to alarm him. 

At the door of the decayed convent my guide left me, with 
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sundry polite expressions of esteem. I entered a spacious 
open courtyard ; a well stood in the center of a bare middle 
jaclosure, whereon in olden days the monks may have cul- 
tivated their fruit and vegetables; round this court there 
ran an arched passage, its walls adorned with frescos, now 
dim and faded, depicting sacred subjects. The monastery 
itself was a somber maze of stairways and cells and corri- 
dors — all the free spaces, including the very roof, en- 
cumbered with gleaming potteries of every size and shape, 
that are made somewhere near the premises. 

I wandered about this sunless and cobwebby labyrinth, 
the old women-pensioners flitting round me like bats in the 
twilight. I peered into many dark closets: which of them 
was it — Joseph's famous blood-bespattered cell? 

" He tormented his body so continuously and obstinately 
with pins, needles, and blades of steel, and with such effusion 
of blood that even now, after entire years, the walls of his 
cell and other places of retirement are discolored and actual- 
ly incrusted with blood." Which of them was it — the cham- 
ber that witnessed these atrocious macerations? It was all 
so gloomy and forlorn. 

Then, pushing aside a door in this shadowy underworld, 
I found myself suddenly bathed in dazzling light. A loggia 
opened here, with a view over stretches of gnarled olives, 
shining all silvery under the immaculate sky of noonday, 
and bounded by the sapphire belt of the Ionian sunshine and 
blue sea ! Often must the monks have taken pleasure in this 
fair prospect; and the wiser among them, watching the 
laborers returning home at nightfall, the children at play, 
and all the happy life of a world alien to their own, may well 
have heaved a sigh. 

Meanwhile, a crowd of citizens had assembled below, at- 
tracted by the unusual novelty of a stranger in their town. 
The simple creatures appeared to regard my investigations 
in the light of a good joke ; they had heard of begging monks, 
and thieving monks, and monks of another variety whose 
characteristics nothing would induce me to set down here; 
but a flying monk — no, never ! 

" The Dark Ages," said one of them — the mayor, I dare 
say — with an air of grave authority. ' ' Believe me, dear sir, 
the days of such fabulous monsters are over." 

So they seem to be, for the present 

No picture or statue records the life of this flying wonder, 
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this masterpiece of Spanish priestcraft; no mural tablet — 
in this land of commemorative stones — has been erected to 
perpetuate the glory of his signal achievements; no street 
is called after him. It is as if he had never existed. On 
the contrary, by a queer irony of fate, the roadway leading 
past his convent bears the name of a misty heathen poet, 
likewise native of these favored regions, a man of whom 
Joseph of Copertino had assuredly never heard — Ennius, 
who never so much as tried to fly, but contented him with 
singing, in rather bad Latin, of the things of this earth. 

Via Ennio. . . . 

It is the swing of the pendulum. The old pagan at this 
moment may be nearer to our ideals and aspirations than 
the flying monk who died only yesterday, so to speak. 

But a few years hence — who knows? 

Nobman Douglas. 



